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Introduction 
Holt states that in Sophocles Ajax, “Ajax’ case for dying and Tekmessa’s case for 
living rest on conflicting ideas of εὐγένεια [sic].  For Ajax, being “well born” means valuing 
honor more than life itself.  For Tekmessa, it means showing consideration for one’s family 
and friends. For him, it is something rough, stern, and challenging. For her, it is something 
gentle and humane.”1  While he is correct that Ajax and Tecmessa have differing conceptions 
of εὐγένεια, his explanation neglects a primary difference between them.  For Ajax, εὐγένεια 
is based on biological inheritance and for Tecmessa, εὐγένεια is a social construction.   
Chapter One of this study examines Ajax’s conception of εὐγένεια and its relationship 
to the concept of a biologically inherited nature (φύσις) by examining parts of two of his 
speeches (430-480 and 545-582).  Having the status of well-born necessitates following a 
strict set of duties to either live or die in a certain fashion.  For Ajax, the nature passed down 
through his family line is what makes him a well-born man and necessitates his obedience to 
those obligations.  This obligation calls for him to commit suicide. 
Chapter Two discusses Tecmessa’s response to Ajax (485-524) and her differing 
conception of εὐγένεια.  For her, εὐγένεια is a status that can be conferred based on a man’s 
fulfilling of his obligations to his φίλοι.  Repudiation of those relationships results in shame.  
Hers is purely a social construction that disregards the notion of a biologically inherited 
φύσις.  Because she is attempting to persuade Ajax to refrain from suicide, her speech and the 
conception of εὐγένεια discussed therein are deliberately worded so as to encourage Ajax to 
remain alive and to redefine his suicide as something shameful. 
                                                          
1
 “The Debate-Scenes in the Ajax.” 1981, pg.279. 
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In Chapter Three, Ajax’s response to Tecmessa’s argument is discussed.  His speech 
to Eurysaces (545-582) is examined to illustrate how Ajax implicitly admits that Tecmessa’s 
emphasis on φιλία relationships was valid.  In that speech, the provisions he makes for his 
φίλοι reveals that fulfilling obligations to φίλοι is necessary for the well-born man.  The 
problem is that Ajax fulfils these obligations in a way contrary to what Tecmessa desired.  
This prompts her to beg Ajax to refrain from suicide (594).  This final appeal prompts Ajax to 
use deception by appearing to have fully accepted Tecmessa’s conception of εὐγένεια, 
implicitly rejecting his own, in order to remove the obstacles which would prevent him from 
fulfilling his obligations as a well-born man. 
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Chapter 1  
Ajax: Biologically Inherited εὐγένεια 
Frequently, when scholars have examined Ajax, they have correctly noticed that Ajax 
is obsessed with honour and his conviction that he was right to attack the Achaean generals.
2
  
Although the work up to this point has been thorough, there is an aspect of Ajax’s character 
that still has yet to be completely explained: his conception of εὐγένεια, of being well-born.  
While it does seem to be the case that Ajax considers himself to be well-born, no one has 
fully explained what the concept of εὐγένεια means for Ajax.  Scholarship on this concept has 
correctly identified that honour and recognition of achievement are important for the well-
born man.  What has been neglected, however, is the connection between inherited character, 
originating from φύσις, and the concept of εὐγένεια.  This discrepancy has resulted because 
scholars have failed to notice that, for Ajax, being well-born and being noble are not identical 
concepts.  The goal of this chapter is to focus on this neglected biological aspect of Ajax’s 
conception of εὐγένεια and its relationship to nobility.  For Ajax, to be well-born means 
possessing a certain φύσις that is shaped into a fixed disposition by one’s upbringing.  
Nobility entails not inherited status, but obtaining honour and praise as a result of acting in a 
way that is deemed appropriate in front of an audience of worthy peers who then reward the 
behaviour.  These peers are supposed to recognize the legitimacy of the well-born man’s 
deeds and honour him appropriately, thus showing respect for his εὐγένεια.  
The key to understanding how Ajax conceptualizes being well-born is the gnomic 
statement at lines 479-480: “it is necessary that the well-born (εὐγενής) man live nobly or die 
                                                          
2
 Winnington-Ingram (1980) stresses the importance of the word atimos for Ajax; Blundell (1989) stresses the 
importance of the concept of harming enemies in Ajax’s conception of the world; Gill (1996) sees Ajax as 
recognizing his shame as arising from unjustified humiliation and his actions after recovering from madness as 
an effort to remove that shame; Garvie (1998) sums up Ajax’s behaviour as motivated by honour; Hesk (2003) 
provides a summary of Ajax’s behaviour but does stress the importance of his use of Telamon as a standard of 
comparison. 
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nobly” (ἢ καλῶς ζῆν ἢ καλῶς τεθνηκέναι / τὸν εὐγενῆ χρή).  This is the only instance in the 
tragedy where Ajax uses the word εὐγενής.  Its position at the end of a fifty-line speech in 
which Ajax summarized and expressed his opinions on nearly the totality of his situation 
makes it tempting to see these lines as encompassing the ideas underlying the entire speech 
from 430-480.  The proximity to the deliberation of 456-470 and the placement at the 
speech’s end emphasize the idea that Ajax has made a final decision.  Finglass is right to note 
that this gnomic statement makes it clear that death is the πεῖρα Ajax was searching for in 
line 470.
3
  The final line of the speech and the comments of the Chorus indicate the 
importance of the line as well.  Ajax’s final three words “you’ve heard the whole speech” 
(πάντ’ ἀκήκοας λόγον, 480) indicates that, as far as he is concerned, there is no further room 
for discussion and a clear choice has been made.
4
  The words of the Chorus indicate that the 
entire speech, including the gnome, is perfectly in keeping with Ajax’s right mind (481-482).5  
As far as they can see, this is a perfectly normal statement for Ajax, and this gnome is one to 
which he fully subscribes.  Winnington-Ingram states, basing his assumption on the Chorus’ 
lines, that this course of action is the “true expression of the mind of Ajax.”6 
This statement is a gnome, a universal truth that Ajax expects people to accept and to 
follow.  The use of the verb χρή establishes that there is no deviation for the well-born man 
from this binary choice.  Based on the lines of the Chorus, the fact that Ajax has devoted 
nearly half his speech to deliberation, and his eventual suicide, it is apparent that Ajax does 
subscribe to this gnome.  This is a gnome and conception of εὐγένεια that is, however, 
                                                          
3
(2011) n. on 470-472, although his assumption is based on the foreknowledge of Ajax’s suicide that he assumes 
all audience members would have.  This is imprudent especially considering, as he himself even mentioned in 
his commentary (n. on 646-692), that playwrights had considerable freedom in how they shaped the myths in a 
given tragedy.  That foreknowledge is not necessarily present in modern audiences/readers and so the choice of 
suicide may come as a surprise.  Regardless of whether or not suicide is expected, death is, at the very least, 
endorsed as the definite course of action. 
4
 Finglass n. on 480; Garvie n. on 480; Stanford (1963) n. on 480. 
5
 “No one will ever say, Ajax, that you spoke counterfeit words, but they are from your own mind.” (οὐδεὶς ἐρεῖ 
ποθ’ ὡς ὑπόβλητον λόγον, / Αἴας, ἔλεξας, ἀλλὰ τῆς σαυτοῦ φρενός). 
6
 pp.28-29. 
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espoused only by Ajax; no other character in the tragedy holds the same conception of the 
duties of the well-born man, nor does any other character feel bound by the same principles.
7
  
In phrasing it as a gnomic statement, Ajax turns his personal maxim into a universal principle 
governing all well-born men.  This leads him to expect everyone who may be designated as 
well-born to behave as he does and to understand why he acts the way he does.  This is a way 
for Ajax to legitimize his decision and intentions.  Since necessity itself impels a well-born 
man to accept this binary, Ajax, as a well-born man, must obey.   
The principle underlying this gnome is something akin to noblesse oblige, the idea 
that some actions are intrinsically obligatory for a noble man to perform.
8
  Stressing the 
obligatory nature of these behaviours is as far as most scholars have gone with this line, 
interpreting it as indicating Ajax’s true intentions,9 as a maxim of Ajax’s ethical theory,10 and 
as meaning that Ajax only cares about the manner of his death.
11
  Finglass rightly interprets it 
as expressing Ajax’s desire for a glorious death in comparison to his life of continuing 
shame.
12
  These interpretations, however, neglect the fact that for Ajax, being well-born and 
being noble are not identical.  He seems to distinguish these two concepts lexically when he 
says the well-born man must behave in a noble manner.  While he could be using εὐγενής in 
a social sense (noble status such as royalty), this chapter argues that Ajax is putting forth a 
conception based on the inheritance of biological character.  On the surface, all that the 
gnome entails is the existence of a certain man who is well-born who behaves in a way that is 
regarded as noble (καλῶς) by an external audience.   
                                                          
7
 Teucer seems to believe, as Ajax does, that εὐγένεια is a biologically inherited trait which social circumstances 
cannot negate.  Even he does not subscribe to this rigid binary, however. 
8
 Cf. Sarpedon’s speech at Il.12.310-320; Eur.Hipp.411-412; Fr. 413. 
9
 Winnington-Ingram pp.28-29. 
10
 Blundell. pp.68-72: Ajax’s ethical code revolves around deriving pleasure from harming enemies and 
obtaining honour.  Because this outweighs all other concerns, the pursuit of honour, by committing suicide, is 
the only option which remains for Ajax. 
11
 Garvie  n. on 479. 
12
 n. on 479-480. 
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In order to understand how these two aspects, biologically inherited εὐγένεια and 
external accolades, coalesce into a complete conception of the well-born man and his place in 
the world, the discussion must turn towards the lines leading up to the gnomic statement in 
which these ideas are more fully expressed (470-478).  In addition to these lines, other details 
from the earlier portions of this speech, as well as Ajax’s later speech to Eurysaces will be 
examined.  These seemingly disparate details and their relationship to the final gnomic 
statement reveal what role biology plays in εὐγένεια. 
Beginning in the second half of line 470, Ajax pronounces on his current situation: 
“Some undertaking such as this must be sought by which I will clearly show to my aged 
father that, in fact, I was not born from him cowardly by nature” (πεῖρά τις ζητητέα / τοιάδ’ 
ἀφ’ ἧς γέροντι δηλώσω πατρὶ / μή τοι φύσιν γ’ ἄσπλαγχνος ἐκ κείνου γεγώς, 470-472).  
These lines function as a summation of his previous deliberations and provide their 
underlying motivations.  Earlier in the speech, Ajax had asked “now what must I do?” (νῦν τί 
χρὴ δρᾶν, 457), introducing the second half of the speech by beginning a series of 
deliberations about what would be the proper next course of action.  Interestingly it is the 
impersonal construction involving χρή which bookends the second half of the speech.  The 
χρή at 457 looks forward to the χρή of the gnomic statement.  The second use of χρή 
implicitly answers the earlier question by providing a choice of only two options, one of 
which, remaining alive, has already been ruled out.  Immediately following line 457, Ajax 
admits that he is hated by the gods (457), the Greek army (458), and by Troy and even the 
surrounding environment (459).  Deliberation is required because he cannot stay where he is 
and because, as the final gnome indicates, only certain actions are appropriate for a man like 
Ajax.   
Because, as far as he sees it, everyone around him despises him, there is no possibility 
of Ajax remaining where he is.  Next, Ajax wonders whether he ought to return to Salamis 
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(460-461).  He asks another question of himself: once he has returned, how would he be able 
to face his father, Telamon (462-463).  Such a question suggests that Ajax feels ashamed at 
the prospect of appearing at Salamis.
13
  He confirms this with his next question: “how could 
he ever endure to look at me, appearing naked, bereft of the prizes of valour which he himself 
won as a great crown of glory” (πῶς με τλήσεταί ποτ’ εἰσιδεῖν / γυμνὸν φανέντα τῶν 
ἀριστείων ἄτερ, / ὧν αὐτὸς ἔσχε στέφανον εὐκλείας μέγαν, 463-465).  In Ajax’s mind, 
appearing before Telamon without the arms of Achilles would be tantamount to the shame of 
being naked.
14
  Simultaneously, he equates the arms of Achilles with the prizes of valour 
(ἀριστείων) which Telamon once won.  Near the beginning of this speech Ajax mentioned 
that Telamon had also fought at Troy and had “won through his valour the army’s first, most 
noble prize” (τὰ πρῶτα καλλιστεῖ’ ἀριστεύσας στρατοῦ, 435) and had brought home every 
kind of honour (πᾶσαν εὔκλειαν, 436).  This reveals how important the arms of Achilles were 
to Ajax.  This was the ultimate reward that any Greek currently at Troy could have obtained.  
Having failed to do so, he sees himself as having failed where his father had succeeded.  
Despite the fact that he is Telamon’s son, that he is in the same place with a nearly identical 
force, and accomplished things considered no less courageous (437-439), he has been 
dishonoured by the Greek army (440).  Ajax believes that this dishonour will affect his 
father’s opinion of him as well.  He believes that Telamon would be so ashamed of him for 
not receiving the arms of Achilles that he would not be able to look at him.  The amount of 
shame he anticipates would be intolerable, causing Ajax to reject this option (466).   
He next considers whether fighting and dying in battle with the Trojans is the best 
alternative (466-468).  In this case, he would fight against the entire Trojan army alone and 
kill as many as possible before finally being overcome.  This is a perfect example of Ajax’s 
                                                          
13
 The enjambment of Telamon’s name at line 463 highlights his importance to Ajax and the importance of his 
opinion. 
14
 Finglass n. on 463-465; Stanford n. on 464-465; Jebb n. on 464f; Kamerbeek n. on 464; Garvie n. on 462-465.  
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egotism, as he imagines himself fighting and, as the next line makes apparent, up to a certain 
point succeeding against the Trojans.
15
  After posing this question, Ajax states that he would 
gladden (εὐφραίνω) the Atreidae with this action (469).16  This thought causes him to 
immediately reject this course of action (470).  With these three options—staying at Troy, 
returning to Salamis, and dying in battle against the Trojans—eliminated, Ajax ceases from 
deliberation, stating that he still needs to choose a course of action, a πεῖρα (470).  But it is a 
course of action “such as this” (τοιάδ’), implying a similarity between the necessary πεῖρα 
and a choice that Ajax has just eliminated.  The enterprise to which Ajax compares his 
intended πεῖρα is dying in battle.  He must find something similar to this path, but one which 
will not prove beneficial to the Greeks whom Ajax desires to leave alone.
17
 
Lines 470-472 provide the explanation for why Ajax was deliberating at all.  He 
desires to disprove Telamon’s supposed opinion—the one which would result in the shame 
imagined at 463-465—that he is “cowardly” (ἄσπλαγχνος) by nature.18  These lines show the 
importance that Ajax places both on his own φύσις and on the recognition of it by others.  He 
wishes to prove to his father that he is not ἄσπλαγχνος, thereby proving that he is courageous.  
                                                          
15
 Winnington-Ingram. pg.28. 
16
 It is particularly telling about Ajax’s personality that he believes his assault would please the Atreidae.  It is 
unclear why they would be pleased but there are two possibilities.  The first reason, which seems obvious after 
encountering the characters of Menelaus and Agamemnon later in the play, would be that the Atreidae hate 
Ajax, so his death would delight them because he would no longer be a thorn in their sides.  It is probably 
because that reason becomes so obvious that only Kamerbeek has touched upon the other possibility (n. on 469), 
though even he fails to mention that there is an ambiguity.  Ajax’s self-conception causes him to imagine 
himself fighting alone against the Trojan hordes and actually succeeding before his demise.  He imagines 
himself doing enough damage to the Trojan lines that it would aid the Greek cause and therefore please the 
Atreidae.  Because of his hatred for the Atreidae, this is anathema. 
17
 Cf. 461. 
18
 The particle τοι does function, in this case, in a manner which is consistent with what Denniston (pp.537-539) 
describes as the general function of the particle: to explain a discrepancy between one character’s mind and a 
truth/fact about which another character is ignorant.  Where Denniston sees this particle as “having lost all, or 
nearly all, its vividness” (pp.546-547), I would argue that this τοι actually does retain the force of emphasizing 
the point to the person addressed.  Though there is no direct audience to this line, Ajax has just imagined a 
confrontation with his father in which Telamon would be an audience to Ajax’s actions (462-465).  In line 472, 
Telamon is also the intended audience of Ajax’s chosen πεῖρα.  Though he will not actually be able to witness 
the event, Ajax’s goal is for this action to prove his character to his father.  Ajax’s choice of τοι illustrates that 
he sees a discrepancy between Telamon’s imagined (and implied) opinion of his character and reality.  Ajax 
never doubts that he is well-born but he believes Telamon would.  So the discrepancy, which τοι indicates, must 
be reconciled. 
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The πεῖρα he seeks is one which will manifestly prove the existence of his courageous φύσις.  
The search for an appropriate πεῖρα is an attempt to answer the question posed at 475.  What 
it is necessary for him to do is to act in a manner that proves his φύσις.  Ajax’s ordering of his 
thoughts leading up to the gnomic statement at 479-480 implies that a decision has been 
reached and a πεῖρα chosen.  This πεῖρα therefore anticipates the choice established by the 
gnome and adheres to the restrictions which the gnome entails.  It is a way for a well-born 
man to live or to die nobly.  Because Ajax considers himself well-born, because the πεῖρα is 
an action which is appropriate for a well-born man, and because the πεῖρα is an attempt to 
prove the existence of a certain φύσις, a connection between εὐγένεια and φύσις is implied.  
This connection means that understanding how Ajax conceptualizes φύσις is crucial to 
understanding his conception of εὐγένεια. 
In his speech to Eurysaces (545-582), Ajax’s conceptions of φύσις and its expression 
may be inferred from how he discusses character in relation to his son.  When he commands 
Eurysaces to be lifted up to him, he states “he will not be frightened” (ταρβήσει…οὔ, 545) by 
the mutilated corpses strewn about if he has the “things from his father’s side” (τὰ πατρόθεν, 
547).   Finglass notes that this line deals with inheritance of paternal character traits and that 
Ajax considers courage, or at least lack of fear, to be a heritable trait in his family.
19
  This 
inborn courage, however, is not a finished trait as Garvie suggests.
20
  Ajax does not expect 
his son to already have the same character.   
In the very next line, Ajax says that Eurysaces must be broken in (πωλοδαμνεῖν) to 
the savage (ὠμοῖς) ways of his father and his nature must be assimilated to his father’s 
(κἀξομοιοῦσθαι φύσιν, 548-549).  These lines point to a conception of character development 
akin the type Blundell argues for in the Philoctetes, one in which actions which are natural 
                                                          
19
 N. on 545-547. 
20
 Cf. n. on 545-547. 
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for a person because of his φύσις, shape his φύσις, making him more likely to act in that 
manner again.
21
  This form of education, however, has a different goal from other regimens 
and a unique methodology.  Brutality is the key element of Eurysaces’ future education.22  
The verb πωλοδαμνέω indicates as much; as Jebb notes that it means “to break in like a 
colt.”23  The νόμοι which will educate Eurysaces are ὠμοῖς, a key trait of Ajax.24  The result 
of this “breaking in” will make Eurysaces’ φύσις exactly like that of his father, which, for 
Ajax, is the best outcome.  Indeed, in a noted instance of egotism,
25
 he wishes for his son to 
be more fortunate (εὐτυχέστερος) but “in all other respects the same” (τὰ δ’ ἄλλ’ ὁμοῖος, 
550-551).  That is the way that Eurysaces will avoid becoming cowardly (κακός, 551).  
Ajax’s use of κακός here merits a closer look.  Commentators have taken this use of 
the adjective to be equivalent to “ignoble”26 or to connote only the Homeric sense of 
“cowardly,”27 but there is something more to this usage of κακός than saying that Eurysaces 
will avoid being a coward.  Firstly, the use of γίγνομαι connotes becoming rather than being.  
This reinforces the idea that Ajax views φύσις as something to be shaped, rather than directly 
inherited.  Also, in this line, the adjective κακός is established as the antithesis of the sort of 
character towards which Eurysaces should aim.  Since the ideal character for Eurysaces is 
identical to that of Ajax, and because Ajax desires his son to be the opposite of κακός, the 
qualities associated with κακός can be seen as opposite those of Ajax’s character.28   
Later in the speech, Ajax tells Eurysaces that, when the time comes, “it will be 
necessary that you show amongst the enemies of your father, what sort of man you are and 
from what sort of stock you came” (δεῖ σ’ ὅπως πατρὸς / δείξεις ἐν ἐχθροῖς οἷος ἐξ οἵου 
                                                          
21
 Cf. “The Phusis of Neoptolemus in Sophocles’ Philoctetes” G&R Vol. 35, N. 2. 1988. pp.137-148. 
22
 Finglass. N. on 548-549. 
23
 n. on 548-549. 
24
 Kamberbeek (1963) n. on 548,549. 
25
 Cf. Finglass n. on 550-551; Garvie n. on 550-551. 
26
 Stanford. N. on 550-551 
27
 Garvie. N. on 550-551; Cf. κακός (2) in Cunliffe. A Lexicon of the Homeric Dialect. 1963.  
28
 See Garvie (n. on 550-551) who states that Ajax views himself as distinct from the κακός. 
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’τράφης, 556-557).  Here, Ajax is implicitly demanding, though phrasing it as an obligatory 
statement, that Eurysaces take vengeance on Ajax’s enemies, the one thing which Ajax could 
not do himself.
29
  The polyptoton, as Finglass notes, implies that there is a heritable quality 
which is being stressed.
30
  Jebb finds this same idea expressed in the use of τρέφω.31  These 
two commentators are correct in realizing that this line is concerned not only with revenge, 
but with displaying, through actions, character traits.  The sort of thing Ajax expects his son 
to do is also what he considers appropriate for someone of his lineage.  He views Eurysaces 
as having inherited a certain quality which is innate in his family line, fearlessness.  The use 
of δείκνυμι in these lines also conveys the importance of recognition in Ajax’s conception of 
character.  Eurysaces’ actions will prove his stock.  His use of ἐν with the dative ἐχθροῖς 
implies that the process of proving character will be done “in the presence of enemies.”32   
Ajax’s discussion of Eurysaces’ future actions seems to imply that certain endeavours 
his son will undertake will prove that he has a certain φύσις.  This implies that Ajax sees 
certain actions as capable of demonstrating the existence of certain character traits.  This is 
similar to Ajax’s earlier desire to prove his φύσις to his father at 470-472.  He is courageous 
by nature and he wants his father to know that.  Just as Eurysaces’ actions will prove his 
φύσις, so too would Ajax’s πεῖρα prove his.  Rather than proving his lineage, however, Ajax 
desires to prove to Telamon that he has inherited the courageous φύσις associated with his 
family.  This means that the sought after πεῖρα must be something which manifestly proves 
that he is courageous because it is something that the ἄσπλαγχνος man would not undertake.  
It also must be something that the well-born man would undertake, because any action must 
conform to the restrictions established in the final gnome.   This implies that the well-born 
man is also not ἄσπλαγχνος by nature.  Rather, he is courageous.  In trying to prove that he is 
                                                          
29
 Cf. Finglass n. on 556-557; Garvie n. on 556-557. 
30
 N. on 556-557. 
31
 See n. on 556f “’τράφης suggests the inborn quality of a race.” 
32
 See LSJ ἐν I.5b. 
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not ἄσπλαγχνος, Ajax is implicitly seeking to prove to those who would doubt him that he is 
well-born, because he is proving he has the φύσις he associates with well-born men.    
As this discussion of Ajax’s conception of φύσις and has shown, Ajax seems to 
consider the character of the well-born man to be similar to the sort that he considers typical 
of his family.  At the very least, the well-born man’s φύσις is similar to the φύσις Ajax is 
trying to demonstrate to Telamon.  Being well-born is a biologically inherited trait, not a 
designation based on social status like nobility.   
As the gnome of 479-480 indicates, if a man is well-born, he is bound by necessity 
either to live nobly or to die nobly.  What these two ideas entail is, however, not specifically 
stated.  How Ajax understands these concepts can be inferred from earlier sections of this 
speech by examining his references to Telamon, the gnomic statement at 473-474, and his 
opinion on false hopes at 477-478.  By examining these, Ajax’s conceptions of his current 
situation and of what it means to act in a noble (καλῶς) manner can be inferred.   
As several scholars have pointed out, Ajax is very concerned about his failure to live 
up to his father’s example.33  Of particular concern to him is the assumption that Telamon 
will think him ἄσπλαγχνος by nature, an association from which Ajax desires to distance 
himself.  When deliberating, Ajax rejected the possibility of returning to Salamis because of 
his assumption about Telamon’s reaction and the shame it would generate (462-466).  That 
shame would arise because Ajax equates the lost arms with the prizes which Telamon won 
for himself when he was at Troy.  Ajax seems to believe that winning such prizes was the 
way that Telamon demonstrated his courageous nature, as his use of ἀριστεύσας in 435 
implies.
34
  He expects himself to be like his father as he expects Eurysaces to be like him 
                                                          
33
Gill. pp.207-208; Hesk. pp.60-61; Murnaghan (Forthcoming). pp.6-7. 
34
 This verb ἀριστεύω often has the connotation of being exemplary in battle or displaying the most courage. Cf. 
Il.6.208, 11.409; P.N.11.14; Hdt.3.55, 5.112, 7.106, 9.105. 
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(550-551).  Ajax assumes that his father has this expectation of him as well.  He is projecting 
his own desires and his own shame onto Telamon.  Although Ajax does not mention φύσις 
explicitly in this line, his use of παῖς (437) implies the idea of inherited success by 
reemphasizing the connection between himself and Telamon.  He has already stated that 
Telamon is his father in line 434, so mentioning that he is Telamon’s child reveals no new 
information.  Rather it serves to express Ajax’s frustration that Telamon’s success has not 
been passed down to him.  He assumes that Telamon, because he came to Troy and 
succeeded with a similar force and succeeded, would interpret Ajax’s failure to receive the 
arms of Achilles as an indication of cowardice.    
Ajax’s comparison of his own actions to those of Telamon reveals something about 
how the well-born man ought to behave.  As the gnome at 479-480 reveals, there are only 
two courses of action for the well-born man, to live nobly or to die nobly.  Because Telamon, 
as a well-born man, is still alive, it seems that Ajax considers him to be living nobly.  Based 
on the analogy that Ajax draws between his own circumstances and the example of Telamon, 
living nobly means winning the greatest prize of the army and having a large amount of 
glory.  Since courage, for Ajax, is a trait that he has because of his φύσις, acting in a 
courageous manner that would generate these things is natural for him.  Having the φύσις of a 
well-born man does not amount to living nobly, however. 
Telamon is able to live nobly because he won the army’s greatest prize and returned 
with “every sort of glory” (πᾶσαν εὔκλειαν, 436).  Both of these are things which are earned 
by courage, but which are allotted by someone else.  They require the recognition of courage 
by one’s peers.  Glory can be earned either by dying in a certain fashion35 or fighting in a 
certain fashion.
36
  Regardless of how, the point is that a man’s behaviour and the reception of 
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 Cf. A.Ch.348; Th.2.44.4. 
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 Cf. Il.8.285; E.Supp.315. 
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that behaviour among other men are what produce this glory, as Eumaeus in the Odyssey 
makes clear.
37
  The courage implicit in ἀριστεύω must be demonstrated in battle in order to 
receive the “first and most noble prize” (τὰ πρῶτα καλλιστεῖ’, 435).38  The fact that Telamon 
received the army’s first and most noble prize and won every sort of glory indicates that he 
was respected by his fellow warriors.  The prize and the glory prove that his peers recognized 
his courage.  This recognition and the rewards that cemented his reputation as a warrior are 
what allow Telamon to live nobly (καλῶς).  He is not living nobly simply because he is a 
well-born man.  Rather, because he is a well-born man and because his behaviour was 
recognized as meriting reward and was rewarded by his companions Telamon was able to 
live nobly.   
Because recognition and reward of behaviour are what allow a well-born man to live 
nobly, Ajax’s concern about how his failure will be perceived by Telamon makes sense.  He 
believes that Telamon will assume the failure to win the arms resulted because the Achaeans 
did not believe Ajax’s behaviour merited reward.  Ajax assumes that Telamon would be 
ashamed because he would view his son as a well-born man who has failed to live up to his 
example of living nobly. Telamon would not know that, as Ajax sees it, the Atreidae blatantly 
disregarded his deeds and handed over the arms to someone who did not deserve them (445-
446).  Ajax fears that the only thing his father would see is that he failed to win the arms and 
would assume that he was a coward.  This is because of what Ajax believes the duties of the 
well-born man to be, to live nobly or die nobly.  For Ajax, returning to Salamis empty handed 
would constitute admitting that he failed to live nobly.   
The only option available to the well-born man, other than living nobly, is dying 
nobly.  Since returning home would be seen as having failed to live up to the responsibilities 
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 Cf. 14.402-405. 
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 Glaucus’ use of this verb at Il.4.208 associates the ideas of displaying courage and preventing shame. 
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of the well-born man, Ajax rejects it.  He chooses the second path as a way to prove his 
nature to his father.  For his death to be noble, someone must regard the death as such and 
accord him posthumous honours.  Telamon is to be the judge, not the Achaeans at Troy.  The 
fact that Ajax will, in his suicide speech, ask the sun to deliver the news of his death to 
Telamon first (845-849) indicates that he considers Telamon to be the primary audience of 
the act. Ajax believes that the Achaeans are not fit to recognize his death as noble; this is 
because they wronged him when they denied him his proper honours.  Because Telamon is a 
well-born man living nobly and his father, he is suited to judge Ajax’s death as befitting a 
well-born man.  Ajax’s use τοιάδε in line 471 implies that his chosen recourse is related to 
dying in battle, something he considers capable of proving his εὐγένεια.  This manner of 
death is also one which results in honour for great warriors, such as the honours accorded to 
Hector and Achilles after their deaths.  He chooses to die, however, without considering ways 
of remaining alive other than returning to Salamis.  This is because of how he perceives his 
circumstances.  By examining the gnomic statement at 473-474 and Ajax’s opinion at 477-
478, what Ajax thinks about his situation becomes clear: he has no hope of living nobly. 
The gnomic statement that occurs at lines 473-474 is as follows: “Because, it is 
shameful for a man to desire a long life who has no change at all in his troubles” (αἰσχρὸν 
γὰρ ἄνδρα τοῦ μακροῦ χρῄζειν βίου, / κακοῖσιν ὅστις μηδὲν ἐξαλλάσσεται, 473-474).  As 
commentators have often noted, this gnome expresses an idea about the nature of life that 
characters such as Achilles in the Iliad often espouse.
39
  For Ajax, the normal life span of a 
man
40
 is not worth living and is shameful, if a man finds himself in that particular 
circumstance.
41
 His use of χρῄζω here draws attention to the choice implicit in this gnome.  It 
is not the living of a long life, but the desire to do so when there is no respite from troubles, 
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 Cf. Stanford n. on 473ff; Kamerbeek n. on 473, 474; Garvie n. on 473, 474. 
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 I follow Jebb’s interpretation of the τοῦ μακροῦ…βίου (note on 473f), though not his translation. 
41
 For the relationship between this line and the so-called “heroic ethic” see Stanford’s note cited in n.21 above; 
for similarities in this line and other lines of Sophoclean protagonists, see Garvie’s note cited in n.21 as well. 
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which is shameful.  This implies that, under the set of circumstances dictated by the gnome, a 
man ought to desire death.  The explanatory γάρ reinforces this idea.  Ajax has said that an 
undertaking “such as this” (τοιάδ’, 470) must be sought, implying he has chosen death in 
battle.  The γάρ in 473 reveals why Ajax has chosen death at all.  Since desiring to live a long 
life under those circumstances is shameful, a πεῖρα which leads to death is the only option.   
After presenting the gnomic statement of 473-474 as an explanation for why he must 
die, Ajax pronounces his belief in this gnome.  He says, “I would not buy for any price a man 
who warms himself by false hopes” (οὐκ ἂν πριαίμην οὐδενὸς λόγου βροτὸν / ὅστις κεναῖσιν 
ἐλπίσιν θερμαίνεται, 477-478).  Such a strong statement implies that Ajax believes that death 
is appropriate when a situation has no hope of improving.  Admitting his disdain for false 
hope, coupled with the gnomic statement in 473-474, implies that Ajax does regard his 
circumstances as necessitating dying nobly because there is no hope of improvement.   
Ajax regards himself as having been dishonoured (ἄτιμος, 426, 440) because he was 
not rewarded the arms of Achilles.  As he sees it, the outcome of the judgment of arms was 
unfair: “the Atreidae handed [the arms] over to a man roguish in thought, having thrust aside 
the mighty deeds of this man” (αὔτ’ Ἀτρεῖδαι φωτὶ παντουργῷ φρένας / ἔπραξαν, ἀνδρὸς 
τοῦδ’ ἀπώσαντες κράτη, 445-446).   He does not consider Odysseus worthy of such a reward 
because he believes him to be like a παντουργός, a very negative term.42  In order for such a 
man to defeat him, the judging must have been biased.  As far as Ajax is concerned, the 
Atreidae thrust aside (ἀπώσαντες) his mighty deeds (κράτη) in order to reward Odysseus.  
This entails that the Atreidae perverted the concept of recognizing and rewarding with 
honours the deeds of a well-born man.  The only logical conclusion that Ajax can draw is that 
the Atreidae acknowledged that Ajax’s deeds were worthy of being rewarded but decided not 
to do so.  He truly believes that he deserved to win the arms and cannot conceive of a reality 
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in which, if the contest was judged fairly, he would not have won; his belief that, if Achilles 
had been the judge, it would have been impossible for anyone else to win (441-444), 
indicates as much.  This disregard for his actions is why Ajax feels he was first dishonoured 
and justifies his attempted assault on the Achaean generals.    
When discussing his night-time assault, Ajax phrases it as an attempt on his part to 
rectify an injustice, and to prevent any such travesty from happening again (447-449); the 
counterfactual conditional indicates how Ajax wishes, things would have turned out.  This 
attempt failed, however, and the Achaean generals escaped and are mocking him 
(ἐπεγγελῶσιν, 454).  Because of his failure, all the Argives are both the cause of and the 
audience to this dishonour, as line 440 indicates: “I am destroyed in this way, dishonoured by 
the Argives” (ἄτιμος Ἀργείοισιν ὧδ’ ἀπόλλυμαι).43  Their imagined mockery of him is what 
causes the dishonour.  He once cried out “Curse the laughter! What an insult I have 
suffered!” (οἴμοι γέλωτος· οἷον ὑβρίσθην ἄρα, 367).  For him, being mocked is a great insult 
(hybris).  He also imagined Odysseus as delighting in laughing at his failure (382).  This 
mockery at the hands of his enemies is intolerable because it means that they do not respect 
him.  As Stanford notes, the Homeric concept of τιμή evoked by the tragedy connotes both 
the receipt of rewards as well as a high social status.
44
  To be ἄτιμος, then, implies a lack of 
both of these elements.  Since he imagines the Greeks as not respecting him, he believes they 
will not reward his actions.  Ajax is correct to assume that he will no longer gain honour from 
the Argives, but not because of mockery.  In reality, he is hated by the entire army.
45
   
Although he is careful to phrase his failure to kill the generals in terms of divine 
intervention, Ajax cannot escape the fact that a god has played a part in his dishonour.  He 
names Athena as the cause of his madness (450) and implies that, because of her, his failure 
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was not his fault (455).  The gnomic statement at lines 455-456 allows Ajax to justify this 
claim: “if one of the gods does harm, even the κακός man may escape the better man” (εἰ δέ 
τις θεῶν / βλάπτοι, φύγοι τἂν χὠ κακὸς τὸν κρείσσονα). The fact that the goddess which Ajax 
had previously considered his ally
46
 turned out to be the cause of his dishonour makes Ajax 
believe that even the gods have turned against him.
47
 
Because the gods, the Greeks, and even the environment are hostile to him (457-459), 
Ajax sees himself as irrevocably harmed.  He is in a state of permanent ἀτιμία.  In order to 
live nobly, as the well-born man is required to do, he must be rewarded with honours for his 
actions.  The Achaeans, however, will no longer reward him because they detest him.  Athena 
prevented the one chance he had to restore his honour and doomed him to permanent 
derision.  In order to live nobly, he cannot stay at Troy because he cannot expect to obtain 
any positive recognition from the Greeks.  Because of his assumptions about Telamon, 
however, he cannot return home either.  Doing so would be tantamount to admitting that he 
was a coward and not actually well-born.  He does not see any possible way that he can gain 
honour.  There is no longer any hope of living nobly.  He is in a permanent state of living like 
a κακός man.  Because he is well-born, however, this is not a life he is allowed to endure.  
The gnomic statement at line 473-474 and his implied approval of it at 477-478 indicate that 
death is truly the only option that remains for him.   
At 470-472 he had indicated that the πεῖρα he sought would be similar to dying in 
battle against the Trojans.  His hatred for the Atreidae prevents him from dying by a Trojan 
hand, however, so suicide is his choice.  When he returns to the stage at 815, Ajax describes 
the arrangement of his suicide.  He states that “the slayer stands where he will be sharpest” (ὁ 
μὲν σφαγεὺς ἕστηκεν ᾗ τομώτατος / γένοιτ’ ἄν, 815-816).  He explains that he has planted the 
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sword which he received from Hector in the enemy (πολεμίᾳ) soil of Troy so that he may die 
by means of it (819-822).  This use of πολέμιος recalls Ajax’s words at 459 when he first 
claimed the Trojan land was hostile to him.  The sword which will end his life is called “the 
slayer” (ὁ…σφαγεύς).  This is the same blade which Ajax had earlier called ἔγχος.48  Where 
earlier the sword was something that Ajax controlled, a neuter object, it has now become a 
masculine subject, something which acts on its own and acts on others.  This renders Ajax 
reduced to the status of the implied object.  He is careful to have staged his suicide, and even 
to discuss his actions, in such a way so as to create a surrogate battle.  This reflects his 
continuing need, as a well-born man, to receive recognition and reward as a means of 
validating his actions.  Only by generating honour can his death be called noble.  He stages a 
surrogate battle so that he can die in a manner similar to warriors like Achilles and Hector, 
who were accorded posthumous honour, but still refrain from aiding those who dishonoured 
him.  By staging the suicide in this manner, Ajax is able to abide by the restrictions imposed 
upon him by the gnomic statement of 479-480. Even though he cannot die in battle, he can 
still die nobly.   
Because Ajax conceives of εὐγένεια as something biologically inherited, his status as 
a well-born man is something which neither the Greeks nor the gods can take away.  This 
explains why he still feels bound to follow the gnome of 479-480 despite the fact that he is 
regarded by the Greeks and by himself as dishonoured.  For Ajax, nobility and being noble 
are concepts based on recognition and reward of actions by an external audience.  They are 
social constructions.  His failure to win the arms of Achilles and to kill the Achaean generals, 
the intervention of Athena, and the mockery he suffers malign his nobility, not his εὐγένεια.  
Were εὐγένεια a social construction like nobility, Ajax’s dishonour would have eliminated 
any possibility of proving that he was well-born.  His concern for proving his φύσις, inherited 
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from his father, reveals the connection between φύσις and εὐγένεια.  By committing suicide 
Ajax proves his φύσις.  By proving his φύσις he proves his εὐγένεια.  Because he assumes 
that Telamon will be ashamed of his failures and interpret them as indicative of a lack of 
εὐγένεια, Ajax must prove his εὐγένεια in order to prevent Telamon from being ashamed and 
from causing him posthumous dishonour.  Were Telamon to be ashamed of his actions, Ajax 
would not be able to die nobly because his death would not bring posthumous dishonour.  By 
proving his εὐγένεια, he ensures that he will be accorded the proper honours by his father and 
that he will be able to fulfil the obligations of the well-born man. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
22 
 
Chapter 2  
Tecmessa: social εὐγένεια 
The usual scholarly approach to Tecmessa has been to analyse her self-construction or 
her speech in relation to the speech of Homer’s Andromache in Iliad VI or her general 
character in relation to Ajax.
49
  When attention is given to her speech at 485-524 and her 
conception of εὐγένεια, however, scholarship falls somewhat short.  Multiple scholars have 
noticed the importance of χάρις in Tecmessa’s argument but some assume that lines 522-524 
are the only parts of the speech relevant to the discussion of what it means to be well-born 
(εὐγενής).50  The goal of this chapter is to argue that Tecmessa has a more refined conception 
of what constitutes being well-born than has been recognized.
51
  She endorses a conception of 
εὐγένεια that is not rooted in φύσις.  Hers is a purely a social construction which emphasizes 
the importance of χάρις and φιλία.  Though χάρις is most explicitly connected to εὐγένεια, 
what makes truly makes a man well-born is his treatment of his φίλοι.  Tecmessa understands 
that Ajax considers εὐγένεια a biological trait which impels him to obey the gnomic 
statements restrictions at 479-480.  The structure of her argument and the fact that her 
conception of εὐγένεια rejects the importance of biological inheritance implicitly reveal as 
much.  Because she is trying to dissuade him from suicide, she presents him with an 
alternative version of εὐγένεια, in which social responsibilities are paramount and where 
dishonour is generated, not from failing to receive honours, but from repudiating 
responsibilities to φίλοι. 
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Just as Ajax ends his speech with a two line gnome related to εὐγένεια, so does 
Tecmessa: “but when the memory of benefitting flows away a man would no longer be well-
born” (ὅτου δ’ ἀπορρεῖ μνῆστις εὖ πεπονθότος, / οὐκ ἂν γένοιτ’ ἔθ’ οὗτος εὐγενὴς ἀνήρ, 523-
524).  Unlike Ajax’s gnome in 479-480, however, Tecmessa’s does not pronounce an 
obligation that the well born man must obey.  There is no χρή to indicate necessity.  She is 
presenting the result of a choice.  If a man chooses to behave in this manner, he is acting in a 
way which will result in him no longer being well-born.  Conversely, it is implied that, if he 
chooses to behave in the opposite manner, he would become well-born.  Her conception of 
εὐγένεια depends on action.  The action which can make a man well-born is the vague one of 
choosing to remember a benefit (εὖ πεπονθότος), which could relate to any one of several 
forms of benefitting.
52
  This ambiguity is intentional, making the gnomic statement universal.  
There are several ways of benefitting so in order to become well-born, a man must remember 
them all.  This general requirement, however, was preceded by two other gnomic statements 
which narrow the scope of εὖ πεπονθότος to the kinds of benefits which are most important 
to Tecmessa, those reaped from interpersonal relationships. 
She begins line 520 by pleading with Ajax: “but remember me too” (ἀλλ’ ἴσχε κἀμοῦ 
μνῆστιν).  The placement of this appeal immediately before a series of gnomic statements 
relating to εὐγένεια frames the entire discussion in relation to Tecmessa.  Her use of μνῆστις 
both in line 520 and in line 523 strengthens this connection between Tecmessa and εὐγένεια.  
The gnomic statement that follows her exhortation that Ajax be mindful of her places a 
similar emphasis on memory and introduces, for the first time in the speech, the concept of 
pleasure: “it is necessary that a true man be mindful, if he, at any point, experienced some 
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pleasure” (ἀνδρί τοι χρεὼν / μνήμην προσεῖναι, τερπνὸν εἴ τί που πάθοι, 520-521).53  The 
same concept is at work in both 520-521 and 523-524, though their sentiments are different.  
Both involve a form of πάσχω related to very broad concepts of benefitting54 and an emphasis 
on memory of some positive experience.  The gnomic statement of 520-521, however, is 
presented as an obligation because of the use of χρεών.  The man has no choice in the matter; 
he must remember when he experienced pleasure.  The source of this obligation is the 
relationship between τερπνόν and χάρις explained in the next line.        
In lines 522, Tecmessa explains why pleasure must be remembered: “because χάρις is 
always the breeder of χάρις” (χάρις χάριν γάρ ἐστιν ἡ τίκτουσ’ ἀεί, 522).55  The γάρ connects 
the concept of χάρις to the previous lines’ discussion of pleasure.  The substantive participle 
ἡ τίκτουσα, which often means “mother,”56 connects the entire discussion of χάρις and 
pleasure back to Tecmessa.  Because the pleasure is implied to be a form of χάρις, it must be 
remembered.  Remembering pleasure entails not just the use of memory, however, but the 
reciprocation of that pleasure through another act of χάρις.  Because of the self-replicating 
nature of χάρις, one act of χάρις will establish a continuous cycle of reciprocity.  Engaging in 
this cycle is how a man remembers pleasure and fulfils the obligations in the gnomic 
statement.  Though the gnomic statement of 523-524 describes a general condition required 
of remembering benefits as a means to achieving εὐγένεια, the previous lines narrow the 
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 Stanford (n. on 520-521) and Garvie (n. on 520-521) correctly argue that the ἀνδρί of 520 ought to be 
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focus specifically to interpersonal relationships based on χάρις.  This reciprocation of χάρις 
creates a φιλία relationship between the two parties.  Remembering benefits in this manner, 
by reciprocating χάρις in φιλία relationships, is the path towards εὐγένεια that Tecmessa 
wishes to emphasize.  Because Tecmessa wishes to deter Ajax from committing suicide, she 
stresses that honouring a φιλία relationship is an obligation required in order to be well-born.  
The specific φιλία relationships which her speech describes are those involving herself, her 
son, and Ajax’s parents.   
Her own relationship to Ajax is the one which is most thoroughly described.  Theirs is 
not one between φίλοι, however.  She is, as the Chorus earlier calls her, the “spear-won 
bride” (λέχος δουριάλωτον) of Ajax (211). Though λέχος could be used to denote a legitimate 
wife, the inclusion of δουριάλωτον indicates that she has less than full wifely status.57  Near 
the beginning of her speech to Ajax, Tecmessa reminds him of her former life.  She was once 
free (ἐλευθέρου) and her father had been one of the wealthiest and most powerful Phrygians 
(497-498), implying that she had led a life of luxury.  This is no longer the case, however, as 
her brief but forceful line, “now I am a slave” (νῦν δ’ εἰμὶ δούλη, 489) indicates.  She claims 
that it was, perhaps, the will of the gods that caused this reversal of fortune (489).  There is 
no uncertainty, however, that Ajax himself played the biggest part (490).  Despite the fact 
that Ajax did reduce her to slavery, she says she is well disposed towards him (491).  She 
even acts like a legitimate wife,
58
 attempting to redefine her relationship to Ajax as if it were 
one between a man and his legitimate wife.  In the speech she does this primarily through 
appeals to their bed, the site at which sexual χάρις was generated and where their son was 
conceived.   
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Tecmessa’s redefining of their relationship begins early in the speech when she 
mentions their bed.  Their λέχος is the place where she came with him (ξυνῆλθον, 490) and 
the εὐνή is the means by which he was joined (συνηλλάχθης) to her (493).  The συν- prefixes 
indicate that Tecmessa views herself as connected to Ajax; they also emphasize her 
willingness to act as a proper wife, despite being just a spear-bride.
59
  Between her references 
to their shared bed she invokes Zeus of the hearth (πρός… ἐφεστίου Διός, 492), the god who 
presides over unity within the household.
 60
  The close proximity between the appeals to Zeus 
of the hearth and to their bed associates their relationship with that iteration of Zeus.  
Tecmessa is able to do this because their bed is the site at which she entered into a φιλία 
relationship with Ajax.  It was in their shared bed that sexual χάρις was generated. 
Commentators have suggested that reciprocation of sexual χάρις is important to 
Tecmessa’s conception of εὐγένεια.  This is because of the connection between the χάρις of 
line 522 and the τερπνόν of 521 which must be reciprocated;61 the close proximity of these 
words brings the sexual connotations of χάρις to the foreground.  Tecmessa’s emphasis on 
their marriage bed implies that she does regard sexual χάρις as a part of their relationship.  
The sexual connotations of συναλλάσσω (493), in particular, emphasize the bed’s status as 
the place where these two enjoyed sexual pleasure.  By using the passive voice 
(συνηλλάχθης), Tecmessa stresses the fact that the bed was the site at which Ajax, because of 
the sexual χάρις, became bound to her.  The bed becomes the site at which she first entered 
into a legitimate relationship with Ajax.  In connecting their marriage bed to Zeus of the 
Hearth, Tecmessa is implying that she is a legitimate member of Ajax’s household and, 
therefore, is entitled to the same respect and protection which any family member would 
have.  The dominant idea underlying this appeal is that the duty of members of a household is 
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to care for one another, the very duty which Ajax would repudiate with his suicide.
62
  
Because sexual χάρις is a factor in their relationship, theirs is one governed by the gnomes in 
520-524.  This means that Tecmessa and Ajax are in a reciprocal relationship, repudiation of 
which would impugn Ajax’s εὐγένεια.  In order to reciprocate this pleasure and remain well-
born Ajax must remain alive.  By connecting their relationship to those associated with 
reciprocal χάρις, Tecmessa provides Ajax with one relationship whose reciprocation can 
make him well-born and whose rejection can revoke that status.   
Just because Ajax brought Tecmessa into his bed, however, does not guarantee that 
she has any legitimate status in his household.  There are several examples of Greek warriors 
taking captive women as sexual partners; Agamemnon in Euripides’ Hecuba and Achilles in 
the Iliad are two prominent cases.  Like Cassandra
63
 and Briseis,
64
 Tecmessa is brought into 
her Greek captor’s bed and achieves a level of intimacy with him.  The fact that she seems to 
be comfortable with questioning Ajax’s actions, even when he is armed—she told the Chorus 
that she rebuked (ἐπιπλήσσω) (288) him for venturing out in the middle of the night—
suggests a certain level of intimacy.
65
  Unlike other captive women who have intimate 
relationships with their captors, however, Tecmessa has a strong reason to consider herself a 
φίλος, even if she is not a legitimate wife.  She bore Eurysaces. 
Ajax seems to care for his son.  He even seems to view Eurysaces as his legitimate 
heir since he addresses his son as though he will carry on his father’s name.66  In doing so, 
Ajax implicitly accords a modicum of legitimacy to Tecmessa.  Since biological reproduction 
was a means of cementing the φιλία between the child’s parents by creating kinship ties,67 
Tecmessa’s status as the mother of Ajax’s legitimate child gives her a sort of φιλία similar to 
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that which a husband would accord to a legitimate wife.  This further explains why their bed 
is so important to her.  It is not only where sexual χάρις was generated, but also the site where 
she conceived her son.  The birth of Eurysaces cemented her status in Ajax’s household 
because of his status as Ajax’s heir.  He is the result of the sexual χάρις generated in their bed 
and a physical manifestation of the φιλία between them.  His legitimacy ensures hers. 
Although Tecmessa only has the status of a slave, the fact that Ajax implicitly considers her 
capable of producing a legitimate child indicates that he regards Tecmessa as something 
different than just a slave.  Because she is in a relationship that has generated both sexual 
χάρις and a legitimate heir, Tecmessa is able to construct her relationship with Ajax as one 
between φίλοι.  Because of this, if Ajax continues to reciprocate her affection and repay the 
χάρις generated in their bed, he can acquire εὐγένεια, according to her arguments.   
In the midst of establishing herself as a φίλος, Tecmessa simultaneously indicates her 
dependence on Ajax.  She makes her reliance on him abundantly clear when she says that 
there is no one else for her to look to (implied, for protection) except him (514-515).  This is 
because Ajax destroyed her home land (515).  She has no φίλοι of her own either, because 
her mother and father are both dead (516-517).  This leads her to ask Ajax what is left for her 
without him (518-519).  These details underscore exactly how significant Ajax’s influence on 
her life has been.  It has left her completely reliant on him.  That she considers herself bound 
to Ajax and to his fate was made explicit earlier when she wished for her own death if he 
should die (392-393).
68
  She explained her statement with a rhetorical question: “Because, 
why is it necessary for me to live when you have died?” (τί γὰρ δεῖ ζῆν με σοῦ τεθνηκότος;) 
(393).  As a captive in the Greek army, lacking a homeland, bereft of any family, Tecmessa 
would have no hope for a happy life without Ajax.  She reveals to Ajax that she recognizes 
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this when she brings up what is, likely, the only future she will have without him: abject 
slavery. 
After her invocations of their bed and of Zeus of the hearth, Tecmessa implores Ajax 
not to think it fitting (ἀξιώσῃς) that she be subjected to “baneful insults at the hands of your 
enemies, having been consigned to another’s hands” (βάξιν ἀλγεινὴν λαβεῖν / τῶν σῶν ὑπ’ 
ἐχθρῶν, χειρίαν ἐφείς τινι, 494-495).  She states that on the day that Ajax dies and abandons 
her, her life will irrevocably change for the worse (496-497).  At that time, she, and 
Eurysaces as well, will both be snatched up (ξυναρπασθεῖσαν) by force (βίᾳ) by the Argives 
and forced into a life of slavery (δουλίαν…τροφήν, 498-499).  This is a legitimate concern.  
Since Ajax was considered an enemy by the Argives,
69
 once he has died, by his own hand or 
by execution, all his property would be seized; this includes Tecmessa and Eurysaces.
70
  She 
laments the bitter insults (πικρὸν πρόσφθεγμα) that her new master would launch (ἰάπτων) at 
her once she is enslaved (500-501).  Her use of ἰάπτω reveals how horrible she considers this 
prospect to be.  This verb often has militaristic associations, particularly with hurling of 
projectiles.
71
  Its use here describes the insults not as heard, but as hurled.  They would pierce 
her like spears.  In these lines she presents herself as being assailed by maligning words in a 
manner fiercer than anything Ajax imagines.
72
  She vocalizes the insults, ventriloquizing her 
hypothetical new master: “see there the concubine of Ajax, who was the strongest by far of 
the army such a life of slavery she lives after one so envied” (ἴδετε τὴν ὁμευνέτιν / Αἴαντος, 
ὃς μέγιστον ἴσχυσε στρατοῦ, / οἵας λατρείας ἀνθ’ ὅσου ζήλου τρέφει, 501-503).  Her use of 
the word ὁμευνέτιν shows how outsiders view her relationship to Ajax.  She is not his wife, 
nor his concubine; she is simply his bed-fellow.
73
  Because of Ajax’s treatment of her, 
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however, despite her slave status, she has been given some semblance of a home and, though 
not officially, has been elevated above the status of other slaves.  Without Ajax, Tecmessa’s 
state would be reduced to match her social status; she would be same as any other captive 
woman.   
Tecmessa states that such insults would be shameful (αἰσχρά) for Ajax and for his 
family (τῷ…γένει) (505).  Even though Ajax would be dead, she implies that it would be 
shameful for him if she and Eurysaces, his legitimate son, were reduced to abject slavery.  
This, for the first time in the speech, associates the two ideas of φιλία and shame.  She is 
relying on the idea that the actions of one member of the γένος reflect on the others; they 
share shame and honour.  She wishes for Ajax to feel that it would be αἰσχρός for him to die 
because of the shame that they would suffer.
74
  Commentators have often picked up on this 
attempt at dissuading Ajax from suicide by using a concept that he abhors, yet none of them 
have explained why it would be αἰσχρός for Ajax to die.75  Logically speaking, Ajax would 
have no concern for insults after his death, especially since he views his method of death as a 
means of proving his nobility.
76
  It is because Tecmessa and Eurysaces are φίλοι that this 
shame would arise. 
Tecmessa stated her dependence on Ajax multiple times and her predicted future 
highlights just how tenuous her position in the Greek camp is.  Her words at 496-499 are not 
the first instance in which she mentioned her reliance on Ajax, but they provide the only 
explicit link between his action and her future.  As soon as Ajax dies, hers and her son’s lives 
will both irrevocably change for the worse.  It is Ajax’s choice to die and to abandon his 
φίλοι.  Their subjugation will be his fault.  Because his wilful death would result in dishonour 
for his φίλοι, such an action would be shameful.  This implies that the inverse action, 
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remaining alive and protecting his φίλοι is a way for Ajax, at the very least, to avoid being 
αἰσχρός.  Because the relationship between him and Tecmessa is one between φίλοι, as is his 
relationship to Eurysaces (because he is a legitimate child), Ajax’s abandonment of them and 
repudiation of their relationships would constitute not remembering benefits.  This would 
result in Ajax no longer being well-born.  Her use of γένος (505) and the connections 
between φιλία and honour allow Tecmessa to shift the discussion away from herself, and 
even away from Troy, all the way back to Salamis and Ajax’s parents.  The implication of 
these examples is that if Ajax’s decision to abandon her is shameful, because it results in 
harm coming to a φίλος, his repudiation of his φιλία relationships would be just as shameful. 
Telamon is the first φίλος she introduces, begging Ajax to “have αἰδώς for 
abandoning your father in bitter old age” (αἴδεσαι μὲν πατέρα τὸν σὸν ἐν λυγρῷ / γήρᾳ 
προλείπων, 506-507).  Rather than being an appeal for reverence, as Finglass and Lloyd-
Jones translate it,
77
 this is an appeal for shame.  Ajax already respects his father, evidenced 
by the fact that Telamon is his primary example of a well-born man living nobly.  Since he is 
the φίλος whose opinion is the greatest concern for Ajax, Tecmessa’s use of him as the first 
example of an abandoned relationship is quite keen.  It is calculated to counter the shame that 
Ajax feels at what he sees as failure to live up to his father’s example.  Tecmessa’s appeal 
introduces a different reason why Ajax ought to feel shame: he would be abandoning his filial 
duties.  
Just as his abandonment of Tecmessa would result in her misfortune, Telamon would 
suffer from Ajax’s decision as well.  The idea underlying this appeal is that respect for a 
parent is one of the strongest obligations in Greek society;
78
 a child had a duty to care for his 
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parents in their old age.
79
  As Telamon’s legitimate son, Ajax would have a duty to care for 
his aging father upon his return from Salamis.  Should he die, Telamon would have no 
caretaker.  Unlike her earlier description of hers and Eurysaces’ future, Tecmessa’s appeal to 
αἰδώς involves Telamon’s present state, grievous old age (λυγρῷ…γήρᾳ).  She implies that 
his future will be even worse than his current miseries without Ajax.  Since the children were 
responsible not just for caring for the parents while living but also for preparing the parents’ 
corpses for burial, this abandonment is doubly detrimental.
80
  If Ajax commits suicide, not 
only will he not be present to care for Telamon as he ages, Ajax will not even be able to give 
his father a proper burial.  Once again, Tecmessa implies that Ajax’s decisions will result in 
shame because it will cause harm to a φίλος and break an obligation Ajax has towards him.  
The harm this would cause to Telamon constitutes another source of shame, a more important 
source than Telamon’s supposed disappointment.  By returning to Salamis and caring for his 
father the way a son ought to, there is the implication that Ajax would be able to avoid 
shame.  This is because caring for the aging Telamon would amount to reciprocating χάρις 
generated by parental affection.  If Ajax fails to care for his father he is breaking the cycle of 
reciprocity, meaning that he can no longer be well-born. 
The idea of shame at abandoning filial duties is also implicit in the appeal that 
Tecmessa makes involving Eriboea, Ajax’s mother.  She pleads with Ajax to feel αἰδώς at 
abandoning his mother “who has a share in many years and who often prays to the gods that 
you will return home alive” (πολλῶν ἐτῶν κληροῦχον, ἥ σε πολλάκις / θεοῖς ἀρᾶται ζῶντα 
πρὸς δόμους μολεῖν, 508-509).  Like the appeal to Telamon, Eriboea’s present state—old 
age—is mentioned to remind Ajax of his filial duties, but the relative clause adds something 
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more.  Tecmessa has provided Ajax with an image of his mother in a constant state of worry 
and longing.  By focusing on Eriboea’s present pining, Tecmessa makes Ajax’s mother a 
more pitiable figure and the need for relief all the more urgent.  Her suffering is not a near-
future consequence of Ajax’s death but a present pain caused by his continuing sojourn at 
Troy.  In describing Eriboea’s continuous waiting for Ajax, Tecmessa hints at a possibility of 
her future.  Longing for her son’s safe return, she might pine away and die of grief.81  If Ajax 
were to commit suicide, he would ensure that this possibility would become a reality.  Ajax’s 
intervention could immediately remedy the situation, however.  If Ajax does feel shame at 
abandoning his filial duties, he also ought, Tecmessa implies, to feel pity for his mother 
whose only concern is for his safe return.  Here, Tecmessa is introducing another means for 
Ajax to act in a non-shameful manner: acting on pity.  The pity which Ajax ought to feel for 
his mother should impel him to return home and care for her.  This care, motivated by pity, 
would constitute reciprocity of a previous χάρις.  This reciprocity is another way for Ajax to 
retain his εὐγένεια.    
The concept of pity is explicitly evoked when Tecmessa makes an appeal concerning 
Eurysaces.  She begs Ajax: “pity your son, my lord, if he, robbed of care in youth, is alone 
deprived of you under the guardianship of enemies; consider how great a misfortune this 
would be for me and for him when you die” (οἴκτιρε δ’, ὦναξ, παῖδα τὸν σόν, εἰ νέας / 
τροφῆς στερηθεὶς σοῦ διοίσεται μόνος / ὑπ’ ὀρφανιστῶν μὴ φίλων, ὅσον κακὸν / κείνῳ τε 
κἀμοὶ τοῦθ’, ὅταν θάνῃς, νεμεῖς, 510-513).  Once again, the miserable future of his son and 
his spear-bride is mentioned in an effort to show how his actions will affect their lives.  This 
repetition of the ideas in lines 496-499 is different than the earlier presentation, however.  
When this idea was raised before there was no emotion explicitly associated with it.  The 
reason Ajax was to feel shame at abandoning Tecmessa and Eurysaces was because the harm 
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they would suffer would malign his own reputation.  Now, however, Tecmessa is asserting 
that Ajax is supposed to feel pity at the thought of his φίλοι suffering misfortunes because of 
his actions.  This pity is meant to dissuade Ajax from choosing suicide and encourage him to 
remain alive in order to protect her and Eurysaces.     
By discussing the φίλοι who are in some way dependent on Ajax, and who have 
legitimate reasons to expect protection, Tecmessa is able to emphasize how crucial φιλία 
relationships are to her concept of εὐγένεια.  Each of them involves a form of reciprocity 
which means that maintaining each of these relationships is necessary for preserving 
εὐγένεια.  Her relationship to Ajax generated χάρις in the forms of sexual pleasure and a 
legitimate son, both of which, she believes, ought to accord her a status akin to a legitimate 
wife and φίλος.  He is bound to his blood relatives by χάρις as well.  Eurysaces, as his 
legitimate child, ought to be pitied, especially since his shame would result in Ajax’s own 
shame.  Presumably, Ajax feels some affection for his son.  This form of pleasure establishes 
a χάρις relationship between them.  Both Telamon and Eriboea are in pitiable conditions and 
in need of a caretaker.  As parents, they would be φίλοι by blood but also because of the 
affection they gave to Ajax, resulting in a χάρις based relationship.  In order to repay that 
χάρις, Ajax would need to return to Salamis both to care for them and to bury them once they 
died.  Ajax’s suicide would affect all these relationships negatively, resulting in harm coming 
to his φίλοι.  The shame that Eurysaces and Tecmessa would suffer is one source of shame 
for Ajax.  Another, more important source of shame, is the fact that, by committing suicide, 
Ajax would repudiate every reciprocal φιλία relationship he had.  Since reciprocating benefits 
is an obligation a man must accept in order to be well-born, Ajax’s suicide would result in his 
no longer being well-born.    
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Tecmessa is constructing a form of εὐγένεια in which preserving φίλοι by returning 
χάρις to them, not acquiring honour, is paramount.82  Her version of εὐγένεια is an 
impermanent one based more on actions than on biology.  Being well-born is not even related 
to φύσις at all.  It is a designation conferred on a man as a reward for reciprocating χάρις.  To 
be well-born, a man must continuously reciprocate χάρις, because he will continuously be 
receiving χάρις.  The necessity of continuous performance entails that there is no way to be 
permanently well-born.  For Tecmessa, unlike Ajax, εὐγένεια is not an independent concept 
that can be separated from the actions associated with it.  This impermanent εὐγένεια is more 
akin to Ajax’s conception of nobility than to his version of εὐγένεια.  Both are designations 
conferred by someone else who rewards an action.  For Ajax, being noble means honours are 
conferred upon a man because of his actions.  For Tecmessa, εὐγένεια is conferred on a man 
because of his actions.  In Ajax’s conception, brave actions engender nobility.  For Tecmessa, 
reciprocating χάρις allows a man to be called εὐγενής.            
She understands that Ajax considers himself well-born because of his φύσις and that 
suicide, for him, is a means of proving his εὐγένεια.  By providing him with a form of 
εὐγένεια which is based on continuous reciprocity, she is able to redefine implicitly his 
suicide.  It will not be a means of proving εὐγένεια, but a means of negating it.  This 
emphasis on the continuous nature of reciprocity entails that Ajax would need constantly to 
reciprocate any χάρις given to him.  As soon as he fails to do so, he would lose his εὐγένεια.  
This is meant to encourage Ajax to refrain from suicide by providing him with a host of other 
actions that are necessary to εὐγένεια.  Her conception implicitly redefines the lifestyle of the 
well-born man in Ajax’s gnome at 479-480.  The well-born man must not just live nobly by 
receiving honours; he must protect his φίλοι and repay χάρις.  Suicide is no longer a noble 
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death.  To die nobly a man must die in a way that does not wilfully neglect his duties to his 
φίλοι. 
 
  
37 
 
Chapter 3  
Ajax’s Response and Deception  
Almost immediately after Tecmessa’s argument about the importance of φιλία and 
χάρις to the well-born man, Ajax calls for his son, takes him into his arms, and delivers a 
speech (530-582).  After delivering the speech, as Ajax re-enters his tent, Tecmessa says her 
last words to Ajax, “by the gods, soften!” (πρὸς θεῶν, μαλάσσου, 594).  After the choral ode, 
Ajax returns to the stage and delivers his so-called Deception Speech (Trugrede) and departs 
from the sight of his φίλοι to commit suicide (646-692).  Both the speech to Eurysaces and 
Tecmessa’s appeal for softening, have been overshadowed by the Trugrede.  Much 
scholarship on the Trugrede has been devoted to arguing about whether or not Ajax is 
actually deceiving anyone.
83
  While scholars have noticed that parts of the Deception speech 
do relate to Tecmessa’s speech on εὐγένεια, the usual interpretation is either that Ajax 
completely disregards Tecmessa’s argument or, if he does concede that she has made a valid 
point, that he cannot truly accept it without becoming feminine.
84
  The goal of this chapter is 
to examine how Ajax responds both to Tecmessa’s argument about his duties to his φίλοι and 
to her appeal for softening.  He does accept her points about εὐγένεια as valid and acts on 
them, as his speech to Eurysaces reveals, but not in the way that Tecmessa desires.  This 
chapter also argues that the Trugrede is a response to Tecmessa’s appeal for softening, and 
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that Ajax’s diction is carefully arranged so as to imply softening in order to mislead 
Tecmessa and the Chorus.   
In the speech to Eurysaces, Ajax implicitly admits that he does accept Tecmessa’s 
arguments about the importance of χάρις and φιλία as valid through the provisions that he 
makes for his φίλοι.  Although the φίλος he is most concerned about is his son, Ajax does 
make provisions for his parents and, possibly, Tecmessa as well, though her future is not ever 
directly addressed.  He also makes provisions for the distribution of his own armour and 
weapons.  After Eurysaces is lifted into his arms, Ajax tells Tecmessa that their son must 
immediately (αὐτίκ’) be broken into the savage ways of his father (ὠμοῖς…ἐν νόμοις πατρός) 
which will make his φύσις like his father’s (548-549).  Immediately after, Ajax wishes that 
his son would be more fortunate (εὐτυχέστερος) than his father but the same in all other 
respects (550-551). This combination of savage upbringing and better fortune will prevent 
Eurysaces from becoming κακός.  Although it is indicative of Ajax’s grandiose self-
conception, the fact that he is so concerned about his son’s upbringing reveals that he is 
thinking about the child’s future.   
Tecmessa predicted earlier that their son would be brought up in slavery at the hands 
of enemies once Ajax was gone (510-512).  In expressing his desire that his son be made like 
him, Ajax is providing a way to ensure that his son’s φύσις will be shaped properly, just as it 
would have been were Ajax to raise him.  Because he possesses the same φύσις as Ajax, 
Eurysaces is also well-born and has the same natural tendencies as Ajax.  Ajax indicates this 
when he says that Eurysaces will not be afraid to look on the corpses because he has inherited 
his father’s tendencies (545-547).  Because φύσις is shaped by upbringing, however, a life of 
slavery would result in Eurysaces’ φύσις not being shaped to make him behave in a way 
appropriate for the well-born man.  Eurysaces would potentially become κακός if he were 
raised in the abject conditions which Tecmessa described. Once Eurysaces has reached 
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adulthood and has become like his father, the boy will have to show from what sort of stock 
and from what sort of father he was produced (556-557).  This indicates that he intends 
Eurysaces both to take revenge on his father’s enemies and to carry on the family line.  The 
only way for him to properly do that is to be raised to act like a well-born man and to be 
protected from slavery.  Ajax’s provisions for him entail that. 
Ajax next states that he knows that none of the Argives would commit an outrage 
(ὑβρίσῃ, 560) against Eurysaces even if he has died.  His certainty arises because he intends 
to have his half-brother take on the role of guardian.  Teucer will be the “resolute guard” 
(πυλωρὸν… ἄοκνον) and guardian over Eurysaces upbringing (φύλακα…τροφῆς, 562-563) 
which will both protect Eurysaces from harm at Argive hands and ensure that he is raised in 
the proper manner.  The close repetition of the words for guardian, πυλωρόν and φύλακα, 
emphasizes Ajax’s opinion that his half-brother is perfectly suited to protect his son.  As 
Finglass points out, however, despite Ajax’s intentions, the exact way which Teucer will 
protect Eurysaces is not specified;
85
 it is possible that Ajax assumed his half-brother would 
know what to do in order to fulfil the role as guardian.   
The message that Ajax asks the Chorus to deliver to Teucer, however, shows that 
Ajax has already partially planned how Teucer will protect Eurysaces.  He orders them to tell 
Teucer “that taking this child to my home, he should show him to Telamon and my mother, I 
mean Eriboia” (ὅπως / τὸν παῖδα τόνδε πρὸς δόμους ἐμοὺς ἄγων / Τελαμῶνι δείξει μητρί τ’, 
Ἐριβοίᾳ λέγω, 567-569).  He intends for Teucer to bring Eurysaces to Salamis, leaving Troy 
and the threat of Achaean outrages behind.  Presumably, Tecmessa would accompany the two 
back to Salamis, though this is never indicated one way or another.  Because Ajax is most 
concerned with the male members of his family, he does not explicitly provide for Tecmessa.  
Rather, it is probably assumed that she would be taken under Teucer’s guardianship.  Despite 
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the fact that leaving would protect his son and concubine from harm, it does not fully resolve 
the problems of Ajax’s plan.  He has not specified how or when Teucer ought to leave Troy 
or how he should deal with the outrages the Achaeans would undoubtedly try to inflict on 
both Tecmessa and Eurysaces after his death.  Despite the flaws in this planning, the fact that 
he makes provisions for the future of his son indicates that he has accepted Tecmessa’s plea 
for pity.  Ajax expresses his pity by making arrangements so that, even though his father will 
be dead, Eurysaces will be protected and raised in a proper manner.   
Ajax also indicates that he pities his parents because he intends for Eurysaces to be 
presented to Telamon and Eriboea “so that he may be forever a caretaker to them in old age” 
(ὥς σφιν γένηται γηροβοσκὸς εἰσαεί, 570).  In her speech, Tecmessa had stressed the old age 
of both Telamon (λυγρῷ / γήρᾳ, 506-507) and Eriboea (πολλῶν ἐτῶν κληροῦχον, 508), 
implying that Ajax ought to be caring for them instead of planning to kill himself.  In 
designating Eurysaces γηροβοσκός, Ajax shows that he has heeded her pleas for αἰδώς at the 
prospect of abandoning filial duties.  Though he will not live to fulfil these duties, he 
designates his son as a surrogate to ensure that his parents will not be left alone to suffer.  
They will be cared for, just not by him.  His choice of Eurysaces as γηροβοσκός also 
strengthens the idea that Ajax regards Eurysaces as his legitimate son; it was only the 
legitimate children who cared for their parents.
86
  Again, Ajax has demonstrated that he has 
pity for his φίλοι by making provisions to protect them and, once again, these provisions are 
not what Tecmessa had in mind when she encouraged Ajax to protect and pity his φίλοι.   
Ajax does not give over to his pity enough to forget his anger, however.  He states 
that none of his armour and weapons will be prizes in any contest of arms so that neither the 
Achaeans, nor Odysseus, may obtain them (572-573).  This will be guaranteed because all of 
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his weapons and armour, save his shield, are to be buried with him (577).  That Ajax still 
maintains his hatred for Odysseus is obvious when he calls him “my nemesis” (ὁ λυμεὼν 
ἐμός, 573).  Likewise, his ire over the judgment of arms has yet to subside.  This anger 
impels him to prevent any contest over his arms from happening.  The burial of his weapons 
and armour also prevents the Achaeans from seizing them at all, as they would his other 
property after his death.
87
  This is a way to prevent the other Achaeans from reaping any 
benefit from his death.  This echoes Ajax’s early desire to leave the Atreidae alone at Troy.88  
Because neither Ajax, nor his arms, nor even his half-brother and son will be there, Ajax is 
arranging it so that the Achaeans are devoid of help from the Telamonid family.  This is the 
way that he leaves them alone. 
The one piece of his military gear that Ajax does not order buried with him is his 
shield which his child was named after, which he orders Eurysaces to take up (574-577).  In 
bequeathing the shield to his son, he is strengthening the connection between how he is and 
how his son will be.  Eurysaces, who will be raised to be like his father, will wield the same 
shield as his father and, as Ajax hopes, avenge the wrongs done to his father.  Because 
Eurysaces is his child with a similar φύσις, if he is brought up in the correct manner and is 
more fortunate, he will behave like Ajax, and potentially be more successful.  The act of 
giving him the shield also cements Eurysaces’ role as his father’s surrogate.  He is to take 
revenge and to care for Telamon and Eriboea in Ajax’s stead, accomplishing two things 
which Ajax realizes his suicide will prevent him from doing.  Ajax’s choice of a shield, a 
piece of defensive equipment, rather than a sword, an offensive weapon, is indicative of the 
role he intends Eurysaces to play.  Eurysaces is to be a guardian to his family.  He will care 
for his grandparents, and probably his mother as well. He is also meant to safeguard the 
honour of his family line as both the legitimate male heir who will inherit the throne of 
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Salamis and the avenger of the dishonour his father suffered.  Eurysaces will fulfil the roles 
which Ajax will abandon.       
This bequeathal is a final expression of Ajax’s resolve.  In passing on the shield to 
Eurysaces, Ajax effectively absolves himself of the duties he has to his φίλοι.  Eurysaces will 
take over the duties Ajax has to his parents and will become a second Ajax when he comes of 
age, thus avenging his father.  Teucer will be the guardian over Ajax’s son and wife.  With 
the futures of all his φίλοι ensured, Ajax is finally free to die.  The majority of his speech was 
devoted to responding to Tecmessa’s appeals for pity and protecting φίλοι by actively making 
provisions for the future of his φίλοι.  The later lines show that Ajax’s anger has not 
subsided, nor has his resolve to die weakened.  Despite the fact that he remains angry, he is 
able to express the pity for which Tecmessa earlier had pleaded.  His provisions, while 
fulfilling the obligation by indicating pity, are not the responses which Tecmessa desired.  
Her goal was to encourage Ajax to feel pity which would soften his resolve to die.  She 
equated pity with yielding.  Ajax expresses pity, but does not yield.     
Tecmessa’s final words to Ajax are a plea for the softening which she desires but 
which Ajax has rejected: “by the Gods, soften!” (πρὸς θεῶν, μαλάσσου, 594).  Despite the 
power of this line, it has been neglected by scholars.  Her choice of μαλάσσω is revealing 
because of its strong literal and a figurative associations.
89
  In dramatic literature, μαλάσσω is 
often used in a quasi-proverb that amounts to the English saying “time-heals all wounds,” 
meaning that at a person’s grief or pain will pass away with time.90  In a fragment from 
Sophocles’ lost Akrisios someone says “be strong, woman; many terrible things, like dreams 
that blow about at night, soften during the day” (θάρσει, γύναι· τὰ πολλὰ τῶν δεινῶν, ὄναρ / 
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πνεύσαντα νυκτός, ἡμέρας μαλάσσεται).91  Although the context of this line is unknown, the 
speaker is implying that because even powerful things like dreams soften with time, the τὰ 
πολλὰ τῶν δεινῶν will as well.  Time is not always what leads to softening, however.  In 
Euripides’ Alcestis, the slave says that Alcestis often softened Admetus’ anger (770).  Here it 
is shown that softening can happen not just because of the passage of time but through the 
actions of someone else.  Emotions like anger can be softened by intervention.  Softening can 
also be a response to pity.  In Aristophanes Wasps, Bdelycleon begs his father Philocleon, a 
juror, to pity the defendant in their trial, the household’s dog (967).  Philocleon responds by 
questioning what is causing him to soften (μαλάττομαι) his resolve to punish dog (973); he 
states that something is surrounding him (περιβαίνει) and persuading him (κἀναπείθομαι, 
974).  Bdelycleon responds by importuning his father to pity (οἰκτίρατ’) the dog (975). 
The passages from the Alcestis and the Wasps are the best parallels for Tecmessa’s 
use of μαλάσσω.  When beseeching Ajax to soften, Tecmessa is asking him to calm his anger 
towards the Atreidae and Odysseus, much like Alcestis reportedly calmed her husband’s ire.  
Like Bdelycleon, Tecmessa is attempting to weaken an intransigent relative’s resolve through 
pity.  She has recognized, because of Ajax’s provisions for his φίλοι, that he heeded her pleas 
for pity and that he agrees that the well-born man ought to protect his φίλοι.  The problem is 
that he does not express pity in the way that she desires.  His pity does not require him to stay 
alive as hers does.  As a result, he is able both to fulfil her requests for pity in a manner that 
he deems appropriate and to execute his planned suicide to prove his εὐγένεια.  In 594, 
Tecmessa abandons the lexicon of nobility and pity and begs nothing more than that Ajax 
calm his anger and stay alive.  Ajax responds to this plea for softening in the Trugrede, using 
equivocation to imply that he has softened as Tecmessa desires.  Ajax intends this deception 
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to remove the obstacles which would prevent his suicide, Tecmessa and the Chorus, from his 
path.   
When Ajax returns to the stage and delivers his speech, he is making a conscious 
effort to respond to Tecmessa’s appeal for softening as a means of deceiving her and the 
Chorus.  He begins his monologue by stating that all things change in time (646-647).  As 
Finglass suggests,
92
 this is related to the universality of change and power of time rather than, 
as Stanford proposes, the role of time as a teacher of hidden truths.
93
  Ajax follows this 
pronouncement of time’s power by saying that even “the terrible oath and the unflinching 
resolve can be conquered” (ἀλλ’ ἁλίσκεται / χὠ δεινὸς ὅρκος χαἰ περισκελεῖς φρένες, 648-
649).  The close proximity of this statement to the pronouncement on time and change 
associates the two ideas, implying that such oaths and resolves as Ajax once had are worn 
down as time passes.  This notion of time leading to a relinquishing of anger or a laxation of 
resolve is akin to the μαλάσσω proverb that time heals all wounds.   In the very first lines of 
the Trugrede, Ajax is employing concepts associated with μαλάσσω in order to convince 
Tecmessa that he has softened as she wishes.   
He next addresses his own situation directly when he says “even I, who was obstinate 
then towards terrible things, just like iron when it is dipped, am feminized in respect to my 
words, by this woman” (κἀγὼ γάρ, ὃς τὰ δείν’ ἐκαρτέρουν τότε, / βαφῇ σίδηρος ὥς, 
ἐθηλύνθην στόμα / πρὸς τῆσδε τῆς γυναικός, 650-652).  As commentators have often noted, 
the comparison to hot iron being dipped in water is a way of discussing unyielding 
character.
94
  Scholarly opinion on his use of ἐθηλύνθην is not as clear cut.  Both Jebb and 
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Hugh Lloyd-Jones have interpreted it as equivalent to μαλάσσω.95  Both of these translations 
assume that θηλύνω (to act like a woman) must mean to soften.  This verb is actually quite 
rare in Attic and most attestations come from later authors, particularly those in the Greek 
Anthology, the Bucolic poets, and later scientific writers.
96
  It is only attested once in a 
literary context that is remotely contemporary with Sophocles: Euripides’ lost Erechtheus.  In 
this play, Praxithea is saying that when mothers cry as they send their sons out to war, those 
sons behave not like men, but like women (28-29).
97
  This implies that there is a difference in 
the behaviour of men and women.  This difference is based on biological sex, rather than 
social functions; women innately behave differently than men do.  This fragment of the 
Erechtheus suggests that men are weakened by tears and made soft as a result.  Ajax’s use of 
this verb is an attempt to suggest that he has softened because of Tecmessa’s pleas for pity.  
He is presenting this supposed-softening as a process of feminization, of weakening, and 
seems to imply that it is a result of the pity she elicited from him. 
Ajax confirms this when he begins his next sentence with an explicit statement of 
pity: “I pity leaving her a widow and the child an orphan” (οἰκτίρω δέ νιν / χήραν παρ’ 
ἐχθροῖς παῖδά τ’ ὀρφανὸν λιπεῖν, 652-653).  His use of οἰκτίρω seems to answer Tecmessa’s 
earlier plea for pity at line 510.  By placing οἰκτίρω so close to the concepts of femininity 
(ἐθηλύνθην, γυναικός), Ajax is associating this admission of pity with women, specifically 
with Tecmessa.  Ajax does not regard pity as uniquely feminine, however, since he expressed 
it by providing protection for φίλοι in his speech to Eurysaces.  Rather, it is the connection 
between softening and the form of pity which Tecmessa earlier advocated which Ajax wishes 
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to invoke.  Tecmessa’s version of pity necessitated softening because it entailed Ajax 
refraining from suicide.  All his version of pity entails is acting to protect φίλοι.  He 
recognizes that Tecmessa understood his previous speech as a response to her argument and 
that her appeal for softening was a final attempt to dissuade him from any self-harm.  
Because he is trying to deceive Tecmessa into believing that he has softened, Ajax makes use 
of the association between pity and softening so as to seem to express the form of pity which 
Tecmessa desires.  By saying that he has been feminized and then immediately expressing 
pity, he leads Tecmessa and the Chorus to associate the two concepts and draw their own 
conclusions.  They are supposed to interpret his words to mean that he is now expressing 
Tecmessa’s version of pity because he has softened.  Only his words, however, have been 
softened, not his intentions.  He expects them to misconstrue his feminized words as 
motivated by feminine pity in order to convince her that he has decided to remain alive. 
In order to ensure that his words are misinterpreted, he follows his explicit statement 
of pity with a description of the actions that he is about to undertake.  He claims that he is 
going to cleanse himself of the animal blood and escape Athena’s anger (654-656), bury the 
sword he received from Hector (657-658) and thereafter know how to yield to the gods 
(εἰσόμεσθα μὲν θεοῖς / εἴκειν, 666-667) and learn how to show reverence for the Atreidae 
(μαθησόμεσθα δ’ Ἀτρείδας σέβειν, 657).  He is relying on Tecmessa and the Chorus to 
connect the dots.  She is supposed to believe that he will go about these actions because he 
has heeded her pleas for pity and been softened as a result.  The fact that he begins his litany 
of actions with ἀλλά (654), however, indicates that this is not the case.  His φίλοι are 
supposed to ignore the ἀλλά and associate the actions as indicative of softening based on pity.  
In playing on the associations between softening and pity, such as one finds in the scene from 
Wasps, Ajax is able to deceive everyone into believing he has actually softened and that 
feminine pity is what softened him.  
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What motivates Ajax’s words is not pity, but his desire to die an exemplary death and 
to prove his inborn εὐγένεια.  As his earlier speeches indicated, Ajax still retains great 
animosity towards the Atreidae so the idea that he would show reverence to them is 
ludicrous.  His claim to be about to show reverence towards them is a lie.  Although his 
penultimate equivocation through associations with softening, on the surface, seems to 
indicate that he will soften, it actually implies that yielding is the last thing he intends to do.  
After claiming that he will yield and show reverence, Ajax states that “terrible and the most 
powerful things yield to honours” (τὰ δεινὰ καὶ τὰ καρτερώτατα / τιμαῖς ὑπείκει, 669-670) 
implying that he ought to as well.  What those δεινὰ and καρτερώτατα things are is explained 
by a list of natural phenomena that all yield to something else.  Winter storms yield to 
summer fruit (670-671); night yields to day (672-673); the winds calm the sea to sleep (674-
675); and sleeping releases people (675-676).  As his line which introduced the litany 
implies, if great forces of nature like storms and the sea can yield, he ought to as well.  But, 
apart from the description of the sea, these examples of yielding are not as clear cut as they 
appear on the surface.  When the winter storms, the night, and sleep yield, they cede power to 
something that is equally as powerful and which they will eventually overtake in a cycle.  
Nevertheless, when they yield, they cease to be.  By using these examples, Ajax is implicitly 
indicating what the act of softening means to him.  To soften is to cease to be who he is.  He 
relies on Tecmessa and the Chorus to misconstrue these examples of yielding as implying 
that he has softened when they actually indicate his deception.   
Ajax sees himself as the greatest of the Achaeans, including the Atreidae,
98
 and 
therefore has no reason to yield to them.  His very reason for committing suicide is to 
disprove misconceptions about his character and to prove, despite his current situation, and 
despite what others may believe about him, that he is well-born by nature.  His speech is a 
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concerted effort to deceive his φίλοι through the use of several concepts associated with 
softening so that he can accomplish this goal unhindered.  The fact that Tecmessa obeys his 
commands to go into the tent and to pray that he gets his heart’s desire (684-686) indicates 
that she has misinterpreted the speech exactly as he intended.  The Chorus has also failed to 
notice Ajax’s deception since they allow him to go off alone.  The Trugrede is Ajax’s way of 
removing the obstacles preventing him from dying nobly by convincing his φίλοι that he has 
softened. 
His εὐγένεια impels him either to live nobly or die nobly.  Because his current 
situation amounts to living ignobly, Ajax is loath to stay alive.  Softening would require this.  
He cannot soften or he will be disobeying his obligations as a well-born man.  Because he 
regards εὐγένεια as a part of his φύσις, this obligation is something that he cannot disobey.  
Although pity and protecting φίλοι were not directly addressed when he first discussed 
εὐγένεια, in his speech to Eurysaces, Ajax tacitly admits that Tecmessa’s conception of 
εὐγένεια is partially valid.  The well-born man does have an obligation to his φίλοι.  Part of 
living nobly is protecting them, and part of dying nobly is ensuring that, without him, they 
will be protected. Because Tecmessa understands that Ajax believes his death is necessitated 
by his φύσις, she understands that he is determined to die and makes several attempts to 
dissuade him.  The only way in which he can accomplish his goal of proving his εὐγένεια is 
to deceive her, so he tells her exactly what she wants to hear.  By delivering a speech littered 
throughout with implications of softening, Ajax is able to convince her that her appeals were 
successful.  With the obstacles removed, Ajax is free to act out his final obligation as a well-
born man.  When he commits suicide, he believes he dies nobly, thereby convincing everyone 
who ever doubted him, that he is, or rather was, well-born by nature. 
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